a choice for a particular set of desired public policy. Theorist Robert Dahl's arguments have particular relevance to the situation in New Orleans; he has suggested that " [a] good deal of Democratic theory leads us to expect more from national elections than they can possibly provide. . .[i.e., that they] reveal the 'will' of the majority on a set of issues." 1 Rather, he argues, most often the normal result of voting by majorities is that they express the underlying consensus on policy but that the particulars of policy are most often the work of minorities.
2 Thus, what "underlying consensus" was expressed in this case? In post-Katrina New Orleans, the concern was not merely the process by which the votes would be cast, but the presumption among those who advocated for the right to vote that participating in the election would have an empowering effect, as I described in Freedom Is Not Enough.
3 In that sense, as the mayoral election addressed the monumental crisis caused by Katrina, the election would be the instrument through which the citizens of New Orleans could make manifest their views about their right to return and rebuild. The election carried with it, then, decisions about who would lead and what would be the priorities in the agenda of their leadership.
Pre-Katrina census data indicate that the city of New Orleans had 462,269 residents prior to the storm. The stakes of this election were dependent upon the nearly impossible task of mobilizing all voters in a city where 70 percent of the population was black and over 200,000 residents remained displaced. The result was that the large number of persons who remain displaced, particularly those in various parts of Louisiana and among forty-four other states, left the city with well under 50 percent of its black population to participate in the election. Thus, issues concerning the status of the black vote immediately drew the specter of voting rights activists given the prohibition in the Voting Rights Act (VRA) that the black vote should not be diluted. Their attention was focused on the extent to which the Louisiana State Legislature and the city would, in pursuing the election, help preserve the ability of blacks to vote, and thus ensure that the voting system would provide fair access to the ballot. By extension, the problem of addressing barriers to vote in New Orleans was set in the context of the actions and attitude of the Bush administration with respect to the manner in which the Justice Department implemented provisions of the Voting Rights Act that were in the process of being reauthorized. This analysis will proceed from the perspective of the black community's understanding of the issues surrounding these elections and the dilemmas involved.
ELECTORAL DISENFRANCHISEMENT
In the uncertainty that characterized whether the post-Katrina municipal election could be conducted in New Orleans in light of extensive hurricane damage, thenGovernor Kathleen Blanco announced that the election date would be moved from February to April 22. Soon thereafter, the state legislature met in an emergency session in February to consider the parameters under which the election could be conducted, given the extraordinary circumstances that existed in New Orleans. It passed Act 40, which attempted to establish a new set of procedures for voting in the context of the crisis, but that expanded access only slightly. 4 The leading local election RONALD WALTERS
